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Few garden flowers have enjoyed the spectacular devel-
opment and improvement that the iris has in the past generation. 
Today, we have literally thousands of beautiful varieties in a 
complete range of colors, sizes, and forms. The iris, named 
after the goddess of the rainbow, comes in all colors except a 
true red, and hybridizers are coming closer each year. The mod-
ern hybrids, although far more beautiful than older varieties, 
do require more attention. But they are worth the extra care. 
Several types of irises are suitable for culture in this area. 
In the bearded group, there are dwarfs, medians, and tails that 
provide a succession of bloom from mid-April to early July. In 
the beardless group, we have the Siberians and the Spurias. 
Japanese irises also can be grown here, but they require an 
acid soil, plenty of water just prior to blooming, and winter 
protection. If these conditions are not met, the irises will not 
grow and bloom wen. 
PLANTING AND CULTURE 
The best time to transplant irises is from mid-July to the 
1st of September. The iris plant is dormant during this period, 
and there is time for the plants to develop new root systems and 
become established before winter sets in. Select a site that has 
maximum exposure to the sun and is we11-drained, except for 
some of the species iris and some of the Siberians; which prefer 
a moist site. Avoid a low spot where water stands after a rain. 
On poorly drained soil, plant irises in a raised bed. A sandy 
loam soil is best, but any good garden soil will do. Prepare the 
soil by deep spading or tilling. Work in plenty of organic matter 
and add a complete fertilizer that is high in phosphorus and 
potassium. Add 2 pounds of a 5-10-10 fertilizer per 100 square 
feet of surface. Avoid using fresh manure. If it comes in contact 
with the rhizomes, it will encourage rot. 
Plant irises with the rhizome just below the soil surface. 
In very sandy soil the rhizome may be a little deeper, but not 
over 1 inch. With a square-nosed;hovel, dig an ample-sized hole, 
leaving a ridge in the center. Place the rhizome over this ridge 
with the roots spread out on either side. Check the depth to be 
sure. Firm the soil over the roots and add water to settle the 
soil. Space the rhizomes at least 8 inches apart to allow for size 
increases. When planting several irises of the same variety, plant 
them in drifts with the fans pointing in the same direction, 
bearing in mind that the new plants will come from the heels 
and sides of the rhizome. Another method is to plant the 
rhizomes in a tight circle with the fans pointing outward. This 
will produce a circular clump. After the initial watering, water 
sparingly until after new top growth starts. Top growth indicates 
that the roots have become established. 
*This fact sheet was prepared in cooperation with members of the 
Minne~ota Iris Society. 
Culture of Iris 
Give irises the same good cultural care that any other 
perennial requires. Prevent competition from weeds by frequent 
shallow cultivation. Use a fertilizer that is relatively high in 
phosphorus and potassium, such as a 5-10-10 or a 10-20-20 
fertilizer. Avoid using manure in proximity to the plants, as it 
will favor rhizome rots. Apply the fertilizer in early spring and 
repeat applications as needed to maintain a healthy growth. Do 
not fertilize after mid-August to give the plants time to harden 
off before winter. 
Established plantings of iris need to be divided every 
3-4 years or whenever the clumps become crowded. Use a 
spading fork and lift the entire clump, being careful not to 
break the feeding roots. Wash off the soil and separate the 
rhizomes into individual fans with a sharp knife. Discard the 
bloomed out center divisions and use only the vigorous, healthy 
fans. Cut back the leaves to about 6 inches and trim off any 
broken roots. Plant as described above. To avoid possible spread 
of disease, dip the rhizomes in a solution of diluted Lysol or a 
good fungicide such as Terrachior or Captan. Immerse the whole 
plant and let it dry before planting. 
Cross Country iris 
WINTER PROTECTION 
The newer irises require some winter protection. Since 
we cannot always rely on an adequate snow cover, a covering of 
clean hay or straw or some other nonpacking insulating materi-
al is essential. Be sure the plants are free of weeds prior to 
mulching. After the first frost, you can cut back the tops to 
about 6 inches. This will get rid of some diseases that may be 
on the leaves. Spray the plants with a good fungicide and in-
secticide to forestall any insect or disease problem that may 
develop under the mulch. Apply the mulch in late November. 
If there is snow on the ground, apply the mulch over the snow. 
The mulch should be deep enough to assure good coverage 
and to allow for settling. 
SPRING CARE 
Remove the mulch as soon as the snow and ice have 
melted in the spring. Remove the top layer to allow air and 
sunlight to dry out the surface. Wait a few days before remov-
ing the rest of the mulch. When removing the mulch, be careful 
not to break the center fan of leaves. Breaking it will prevent 
bloom. Remove any dead outside leaves. 
Do the final cleanup on a sunny, dry day after the soil 
surface has dried. Examine the plants for winter injury and any 
sign of dry rot. If rot is present, scrape away any soft portion 
with a spoon. Treat the exposed portion by drenching with a 
good fungicide. 
As soon as the ground warms up and active growth begins, 
start a spray program to control the iris borer, the principal in-
sect pest of the iris. Systemic insecticides are effective in killing 
the iris borer once it has entered the rhizome. 
After bloom, cut back the flower stalks, but don't trim 
the leaves. Keep your plants actively growing as long as possi-
ble to store food for next year's bloom. 
SIBERIAN IRISES 
Most people think of irises only as tall, bearded plants. 
Another group that contains some interesting garden perennials 
is the beardless iris. These are fibrous-rooted plants with grass-
like leaves. The Siberian iris is the most commonly grown of 
this group. Although the Siberian iris prefers a moist site, it will 
do well in a mixed flower border providing it receives ample 
moisture in the spring. This iris grows in dense clumps and 
sends up flower stalks that are 2-4 feet tall. The flower color 
may be white, blue, or yellow. 
Spring is the time to divide and plant the Siberian iris. 
Dig up the clump using a spading fork and separate it into small 
divisions using a sharp knife or a sharp spade. Like the bearded 
iris, the Siberian iris must be divided every 3-4 years for best 
results. 
Small iris clump showing proper division for replanting. The central por-
tion should be discarded. The two side "fans" can be replanted for bloom 
next year. 
OTHER BEARDLESS IRISES 
Two other beardless irises are sometimes planted. These 
are the Yellow Flag of Europe, Iris pseudoacorus, and the 
common Blue Flag, Iris versicolor, which is native here. These 
are both moisture-loving plants and can be naturalized along 
streams or at the edges of lakes. The Yellow Flag is tall, 
reaching a height of 3-4 feet. It blooms from early to mid-June. 
The bright yellow flowers are quite showy. The Blue Flag is 
common along lake edges and streams. It is attractive where it 
grows naturally, but there are better irises for the flower bor-
der unless you have a moist site. 
WHERE TO BUY IRISES 
It takes just as much time, energy, and space to grow an 
inferior variety as it does to grow the best of the new varieties. 
It is best to purchase your irises from a person who specializes 
in them. He knows the newest and best varieties, and he will 
have quality plants. We have a number of such iris specialists 
here in Minnesota. The advantage of purchasing plants locally is 
that you can visit the nursery when the irises are in bloom and 
make your selection based on their performance in· this area. It 
is possible to get good plants from specialists in other parts of 
the country, but unless you know the varieties you are buying 
you won't know whether they will perform well in our climate. 
Mention of commercial names does not imply endorsement nor does failure to mention a name imply criticism. 
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